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I am grateful to the six colleagues who responded so thoughtfully to my article on
theory of religion and historical research. Their critical remarks are highly instructive and deserve to be discussed at some length. Unfortunately, the editors strictly
limited the space for a reply, which prevents me from doing full justice to the
arguments brought forward. As some respondents have a hunch that my understanding of the study of religion includes hegemonic or even repressive ambitions
that discredit other positions, I want to recall my intention: “Each scholar has to
make a choice between controversial approaches and, if possible, to know the
reasons why she or he prefers a particular understanding of the discipline rather
than another” (Seiwert 2020, 212). This also applies to the following remarks,
which explain why I do not make the same choice as some of my respected colleagues.
I will consider Mark Gardiner and Steven Engler’s response (2021) and Michael Stausberg’s comments (2021) together, as their metatheoretical positions
that have been discussed in my article are closely related. They also coincide in
that their main objection to my position concerns the distinction between ‘transitive’ and ‘intransitive’ dimensions of knowledge, terminology I borrowed from
Roy Bhaskar. Without much loss of meaning, these terms can be replaced by
‘scientific discourses’ (including data and theories) and ‘things that exist independently of scientific discourses’.
If I understand them correctly, what they find problematic with this distinction is, above all, the idea that it is the intransitive reality that empirical sciences
aim to gain knowledge about and explain with their theories. Stausberg, referring
to Roy Bhaskar, calls such an aim a “gnostic” project, “a posture of knowledge of
the ultimate”. The reason given for this judgement is Bhaskar’s critique of the
‘epistemic fallacy’, i.e., the positivistic claim that only the empirical is real and
the “prohibition of any transcendent entities” (Bhaskar [1975] 2008, 37). Bhaskar
argues that, for instance, natural laws exist and operate even if no one knew
them. Their reality does not depend on being known and, therefore, can transcend our knowledge. One need not subscribe to Bhaskar’s view, but considering
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it a ‘gnostic’ posture seems a bit strange to me. Maybe Stausberg as a scholar of
religion has a narrower understanding of ‘transcendent entities’.
Gardiner and Engler do not outright reject the concept of intransitive realities
but find that there is “no substantial work for them to do in an empirical study”.
They point to the fact that no one can provide an example of an intransitive object
in the study of religion. This is not surprising, because the concept of intransitive
reality is a metatheoretical one that has work to do in the reflection on empirical
science and not in the practice of empirical research. We need it to explain what
data are besides being “always already theory-laden” (Stausberg and Engler 2016,
67). If they are, as I maintain, descriptions that provide information, we must ask
what this information is about.
We fully agree that “it is only the descriptions of objects [...] that can do any
work in knowledge production” and that descriptions or data are the explanandum in the study of religion. We differ, however, in that Gardiner and Engler appear to deny that data provide information about theory-external objects because,
in their view, there are no objects uncontaminated by theory. I think that this
position leads to some inconsistency.
As they explain, selecting the data in the study of religion
“involves trying to make sense of the words and actions of the members of the [targeted]
community by ascribing to them various propositional attitudes—beliefs, desires, hopes,
commitments, etc. In fact, at base, we take these propositional attitudes [...] as the primary
objects of interpretation and explanation for the scholar of religion.“

I accept that the attitudes ascribed to agents are interpretations and, therefore,
theory-dependent. But I would maintain that the agents, their words, and actions,
which these attitudes are ascribed to, are theory-independent. They exist even if
we do not take notice of them.
To deny that data can provide information about the theory-independent (‘intransitive’) reality amounts to the claim that science cannot say anything about
the external world because it is caught in the semantic web of its (‘transitive’)
theories. This position, which derives epistemology from philosophy of language,
palpably must be abandoned when we act in real life. It forces theorists to claim
that in science, we cannot say anything about the world ‘out there’, whereas when
teaching our children, we can. I prefer to avoid such inconsistency.
While Gardiner and Engler accept that explanations in the study of religion
aim at explaining data, Stausberg wants to disconnect theories from data. He disagrees with my view that theories in empirical sciences should be more than selfreferential discourses, asserting that “[f]rom a philosophy of science point of view
this is far from an aberration”. To substantiate his position, he invokes the authority of Jeppe Jensen, who maintains that “theories are tested not simply in relation
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to objects; they are tested in relation to other theories” (quoting Jensen 2011, 44). I
wonder how we can test Tillich’s theory of religion in relation to Boyer’s. Which
one trumps the other in answering Stausberg’s (2009, 4) pivotal question: what
are “the specifiable conditions for identifying religion”?
Jensen (2011, 44) also explains that “[t]heories and evidence (data) are mutually constitutive”, which implies using data provided by empirical research.
However, Jensen (and presumably Stausberg) would maintain that “facts are produced relative to theories”. I contend instead that while data and their interpretation are produced relative to theories, they are at the same time also relative to
theory-independent realities. If the latter is denied, theories and evidence (data)
cannot be mutually constitutive because data would just be theories.
Stausberg also invokes an authority in philosophy to vindicate his view that
theories “do not cover empirical data but offer overarching horizons of meaning”
(referring to Burkard 2014, 50 f.). Burkard actually states: “By providing a diffuse
and open background of meaning, general concepts fulfil an important function
immanent to the system because they may provide coherence between certain
propositions that otherwise could not be conceived” (Burkard 2014, 51, translation mine).1 Arguing that religion is a theoretical concept that provides an open
and diffuse background is entirely consistent with my position, which takes religion as a theoretical perspective: “Looking at social reality from the perspective of
religion may reveal structures and relationships that remain hidden from other
perspectives” (Seiwert 2020, 232).
However, if we want theories to offer overarching horizons of meaning, in
empirical sciences, unlike philosophy, we should ask what we want to give meaning to. We may content ourselves with giving meaning to our concepts and theories, and in this case, theories would be self-referential discourses. Stausberg
holds that nothing more should be expected of theories in the study of religion.
I, in contrast, maintain that we need theories to ‘give meaning to’, i.e., understand
and explain, the world around us, at least if we are doing science.
I agree with Stausberg that theories operate with “abstract concepts”. However, it is for precisely this reason that I dismiss the idea that theories of religion
reasonably can be expected to answer any of the questions that Stausberg and
Engler identify as “the fundamental themes of theories of religion: What kind of
thing is religion? How does it work and what kind of work does it do? Why does it
work as it does? How does it originate and develop?” (Stausberg and Engler 2016,

1 „Indem Allgemeinbegriffe einen diffusen und offenen Hintergrund an Sinn bilden, erfüllen sie
eine wichtige systemimmanente Funktion, denn sie ermöglichen einen Zusammenhang von bestimmten Aussagen, der ansonsten nicht herstellbar wäre.“ (Burkard 2014, 51).
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69) We only have to replace ‘religion’ in these questions with other abstract concepts, such as ‘politics’, ‘economy’, ‘art’, or ‘law’, to realise that these are not
meaningful questions, unless as philosophical exercises. Instead of understanding religion as a thing whose properties can be specified, I choose to take it as a
theoretical perspective that is useful to locate data within the semantic web we
rely upon when starting historical or any other empirical research.
Carmen Becker (2021) offers a more fundamental critique of my position that
culminates in castigating the assumed “repressive character of purported ultimate justifications”. She uses her response to explain her ‘post-foundationalist’
approach and contrast discourse theory with what she considers my position.
This is somewhat surprising given the fact that I did not even mention discourse
theory, let alone criticise it. I see no need to discuss it here. I will instead explain
why I am not convinced by Becker’s argument, which she presents in four points
of critique.
There is a common ground in that Becker does not deny the existence of social realities that are independent of discourses (point 1). What she criticises
(point 2) is the view that knowledge produced in empirical disciplines somehow
needs to refer to this reality, arguing that “there is no need to establish such a
reference between our world and a reality beyond the discursive [...] since we as
subjects, the social and the material are effects and elements of discourses.” I do
not quite understand the rationale behind this statement. Still, it apparently
serves to support her critique of the view that empirical arguments necessarily
refer to facts that exist independently of the academic discourse (point 3). The
reason given for rejecting this view is that “scholars co-constitute the world and
the objects by citing, iterating or reproducing that which is already existing”.
Point 4 explains that discourses go beyond language, which is something I have
not questioned.
I do not subscribe to Becker’s line of argument because, in my view, it is deficient and inconsistent. It is deficient in accepting the existence of a world beyond
discourses without reflecting on the difference between theory and theory-independent things. Becker considers this relation of difference “irrelevant”, which
leads to inconsistencies because it ignores that the discourses that are the objects
of analysis exist independently from the discourses that make them the subject
matter of theorising. When Judith Butler (1997) analyses the rules regulating the
use of the term ‘homosexual’ in the American military, she analyses a discourse
that already existed before she started analysing it. Becoming aware of and discussing something is not the same as producing that thing.
Becker’s argument is defective in ignoring temporality by not distinguishing
between what has been effected by discursive practices in the past and the effects
of current discourses. Discourses and theories can change the world, but they
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cannot change the world that existed before. What they can change is our understanding of the past but not what happened in the past.
To illustrate this difference, I take an example given by Laclau and Mouffe
(2001, 108). Admitting that earthquakes are discourse-independent events, they
explain: “But whether their specificity as objects is constructed in terms of ‘natural phenomena’ or ‘expressions of the wrath of God’, depends upon the structuring
of a discursive field.” This view fully corresponds to a central argument I have
made: that the things historians reconstruct as monasteries, beliefs, or rituals exist independently of their reconstruction, but whether their specificity as objects
is interpreted as ‘religious’ or not depends on the scholars’ theories.
I do not question the importance of discourse research in the study of religion; I dismiss, however, Becker’s foundationalism that poses as post-foundationalism but at the same time insists on accepting the reality of discourses as the
exclusive foundation of social science. I do not care about the repressive character of such pretensions but dismiss them because they unavoidably lead to theoretical blindness that fails to see that the social world comprises and is conditioned by many things that are not discourses.
Unlike Becker, Perry Schmidt-Leukel (2021) has no issues with my metatheoretical assumptions about the study of religion as an empirical science.
However, he criticises my view that religion should be considered a theoretical
concept that provides the perspective from which scholars of religion do research.
He instead contends that religion itself is or can be the object of historical research and, therefore, the explanandum that theories of religion aim to explain.
Schmidt-Leukel’s main argument is that I am wrong in assuming that interpreting something as ‘religion’ or ‘religious’ is an ascription that depends on the
theoretical understanding of the scholar and therefore belongs to the ‘transitive’
dimension of research. As he maintains, not only the researchers give meaning
to the objects they study by interpreting them as ‘religious’, but also the people
involved give meaning to these things. Because this meaning is not theory-dependent (i.e., dependent on the theories of the researchers), it belongs to the
intransitive dimension of research. I fully agree, but I am reluctant to follow the
next steps of his argument, which are based on the claim that not only “we today, but also the people in the past” understood certain kinds of human behaviour and themselves in some sense as ‘religious’. And because this self-understanding is part of the theory-independent reality that is the object of research,
it “cries for an explanation”. He concludes, therefore, that “religion remains the
explanandum”.
I am reluctant to accept this argument for empirical and methodological reasons. Empirically, the argument rests on a claim that can be contested. I doubt
that Schmidt-Leukel can provide more than thin evidence that not only modern
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subjects but “also the people of the past” – which amounts to ‘people in all times’
– understood themselves and certain things as ‘religious’. The claim is (and needs
to be) so all-encompassing that it suffices to note that, for instance, in Classical
Chinese it is impossible to express the idea of being religious. People could say
that they ‘have faith in the Buddha’, but it is the modern observer who interprets
this as being religious. Of course, we can shift our interest to explaining why
many people in many societies had and have faith in non-empirical entities, but
this would explain faith and not religion.
My methodological objection concerns the specious argument that the existence of a concept allows us to conclude that the concept must refer to something
that exists independently of the concept. We cannot conclude from the fact that in
many, if not most societies, the concept of witchcraft (or semantic relatives) exists
that witchcraft exists and therefore strive to explain what witchcraft is. We reasonably would instead try to explain belief in the existence of witchcraft. By the same
token, the existence of the concept of religion does not allow us to conclude that
religion as a phenomenon exists independently of the concept. Much of what modern scholars interpret as religion has been called ‘superstition’, ‘idolatry’, or
‘heathenism’ by people of earlier times. Even today, believing in the power of gods
and spirits is seen by some as being superstition. To claim that it is ‘in fact’ a religious belief presupposes a particular understanding of religion, and this understanding depends, I would maintain, on the theories of the scholars who make this
claim.
I do not see any possibility to support a particular understanding of religion
by empirical evidence because the argument necessarily would be circular.
Nevertheless, suppose we adopt religion as the theoretical perspective that guides
comparative research. In that case, we will find things and relationships that ‘cry
for an explanation’, such as faith in supernatural entities and fear of them, sumptuous rituals and their rejection, selfless works of charity, and the persecution of
heretics. Explaining such findings demands both historical research and theoretical ambition, but it cannot explain what religion is.
Ann Taves (2021), in her comment, does not voice fundamental disagreement
with my position. However, if I understand her correctly, she sees problems in the
study of discourses about religion because these studies possibly exclude discourses on such subjects as magic, esotericism, or secularism, which also are of
interest to scholars of religion. I do not think that discursive studies of religion
must ignore such discourses. However, it is my impression that they are mainly
interested in analysing the construction of religion as a concept and deconstructing it. As I do not share this research interest, I will not further comment on it.
Taves briefly describes her approach to connecting theory and empirical research. I think it is a perfect example of theory formation in the study of religion
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without focusing on the question of what religion is. Her starting point takes religion as a theoretical perspective, which in this case is inspired by Durkheim’s
theory of religion. However, she extends Durkheim’s concept of ‘sacred things’ to
‘things set apart and forbidden’ and the idea of ‘specialness’ that allows her “to
identify a set of things that includes much of what people have in mind when they
refer to things as ‘sacred’, ‘magical’, ‘mystical’, ‘superstitious’, ‘spiritual’, and/or
‘religious’.” (Taves 2009, 27) While this perspective covers much of what scholars
of religion study, it opens the view to ‘special things’ that commonly are not
deemed religious.
If we take religion as a theoretical perspective, common understandings of
religion, which are shaped by a semantic web weaved by the accumulated theories of religion, can be understood as the starting point of the study of religion.
These understandings offer a wide horizon of possible perspectives that scholars
usually narrow down relative to their theoretical and empirical interests. While
the adopted perspective will direct research to things (symbolic representations,
behaviours, processes, material objects, etc.) and relationships between things
deemed religious, it can also result in finding things and relationships that in
some respects are similar to religions without being considered religious. I share
Taves’ view that scholars need not stop at this point because their research object
falls outside common understandings of religion. It is worthwhile to study relationships and structures that are not confined to religions but reveal more general
conditions of social life. Accordingly, the starting point of the study of religion
does not need to be its endpoint, neither in terms of theory nor in terms of empirical objects.
Taves refers to Jörg Rüpke’s argument that historians of religion should pay
attention to claims “that go beyond the unquestionably plausible”, which to some
extent fits her concept of ‘special things’. Here again, the perspective of religion
directs the attention to many things considered religious, but is not confined to
them. Though Rüpke develops his approach in the context of the history of religions, it is possible to apply it to recent events. For instance, we could say that for
many people Donald Trump is a special thing that is set apart and interpret him as
a ‘claims-maker’ whose claims go beyond the unquestionably plausible. And it
appears that recently flourishing conspiracy beliefs meet Rüpke’s requirement of
being “an enlargement of the environment that is judged to be relevant by the
introduction of one or several additional actors from beyond the unquestionably
plausible social environment” (Rüpke 2021, 43). Studying the interplay of behaviour, propaganda, perceptions, beliefs, faith, commitment, and social milieus
and their effects on the dynamics of social change can reveal relationships, structures, and mechanisms that may also contribute to a better theoretical understanding of religious mass movements.
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I am not sure if Taves would be prepared to extend the study of religion so far.
It would not put into question that things deemed religious remain the primary
object of research, nor would it eliminate the concept of religion from theoretical
discourses. However, it would allow the study of religion to use its theoretical
perspective without being caught in the limits of conventional understandings of
religion. I respect those of my colleagues who see it as the central task of theories
in the study of religion to specify what religion is and to understand religion as a
phenomenon. My own choice is different. I want to understand the human species
and, as a scholar of religion, concentrate on those aspects of their behaviour and
shaping of their material and immaterial cultural environment that come into
view from the perspective of religion. To do so, historical and other empirical
research is crucial, but to explain the findings, we need theories.
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